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Collage

Being able to read and write multiple forms
of media and integrate them into a meaningful
whole is the new hallmark of literacy.

Jason Ohler

t is no coincidence that the words letter and literacy look alike. When the concept of
a literate person arose centuries ago, it referred to those few who were considered
educated, precisely because they “knew the letters.” To this day, the prevailing
definition of a literate person is still someone who has the ability to read, write, and
understand words.

Yet the word literacy rarely appears by itself anymore. Public narrative embraces a
number of specialty literacies, including math literacy, research literacy, and even citizen-
ship literacy, to name a few. Understanding the evolving nature of literacy is important
because it enables us to understand the emerging nature of illiteracy as well. After all,
regardless of the literacy under consideration, the illiterate get left out.

At the epicenter of the evolving nature of literacy is digital literacy, the term du jour
used to describe the skills, expectations, and perspectives involved in living in a techno-
logical society. How has digital literacy evolved in the 25 years since digital tools began
appearing in classrooms? And how can we make it more responsive to our present needs?

Writing What You Read
Modern literacy has always meant being able to both read and write narrative in the
media forms of the day, whatever they may be. Just being able to read is not sufficient.

For centuries, this has meant being able to consume and produce words through
reading and writing and, to a lesser extent, listening and speaking. But the world of
digital expression has changed all of this in three respects:

m New media demand new literacies. Because of inexpensive, easy-to-use, widely distrib-
uted new media tools, being literate now means being able to read and write a number of
new media forms, including sound, graphics, and moving images in addition to text.

m New media coalesce into a collage. Being literate also means being able to integrate
emerging new media forms into a single narrative or “media collage,” such as a Web page,
blog, or digital story. That is, students need to be able to use new media collectively as
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well as individually.

m New media are largely participatory,
social media. Digital literacy requires that
students have command of the media
collage within the context of a social
Web, often referred to as Web 2.0. The
social Web provides venues for indi-
vidual and collaborative narrative
construction and publication through
blogs and such services as MySpace,
Google Docs, and YouTube. As student
participation goes public, the pressure

to produce high-quality work increases.

Being able to actively create rather
than just passively consume new media
is important for the obvious reason that
it teaches literacy and job skills that are
highly valued in a digital society. But
two less obvious reasons are equally
important.

First, hands-on media creation plays
an important role in the development of
media literacy, which I define as the
ability to recognize, evaluate, and apply
the techniques of media persuasion. The
act of creating original media forces
students to lift the hood, so to speak,
and see media’ intricate workings that
conspire to do one thing above all

others: make the {inal media product
appear smooth, effortless, and natural.
“Writing media” compels reflection
about reading media, which is crucial in
an era in which professional media
makers view young people largely in
terms of market share.

Second, literacy, as well as citizen-
ship, requires us to be able to navigate
the mediascape during a time in history
in which the lag time between being
able to read particular media and being

able to write in those media is
shrinking so dramatically. Historically,
new media first appear to the vast
majority of us in read-only form
because they are controlled by a rela-
tively few technicians, developers, and
distributors who can understand or
afford them. The rest of us only evolve
into writers once the new media tools
become easy to use, affordable, and
widely available, whether these tools
are cheap pencils and paper or in-
expensive digital tools and shareware.
However, the lag time between being
able to read media and being able to
write in those media is shrinking
quickly for the non-elite. Text took

10 EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP/MARCH 2009

many centuries, audiovisual informa-
tion took roughly one century, and
Web narrative took about 15 years.
Thus, a new dimension of literacy is
now in play—namely, the ability to
adapt to new media forms and fit them
into the overall media collage quickly
and effectively.

Eight Guidelines for Teachers
A strong case can be made that
commanding new media constitutes the

current form of general literacy and that
adding the modifier digital is simply not
necessary anymore. Whether or not this
is the case, digital literacy warrants a
central focus in K-12 learning commu-
nities. Eight guidelines can help
teachers promote the crucial skills asso-
ciated with digital literacy.

1. Shift from text centrism

to media collage.

General literacy means being able to
read and write the media forms of the
day, which currently means being able
to construct an articulate, meaningful,
navigable media collage. The most
common media collage is the Web page,




but a number of other media constructs

also qualify, including videos, digital
stories, mashups, stand-and-deliver
PowerPoint presentations, and games
and virtual environments, to name a
few.

As part of their own intellectual
retooling in the era of the media collage,
teachers can begin by experimenting
with a wide range of new media to
determine how they best serve their
own and their students’ educational
interests. A simple video can demon-
strate a science process; a blog can
generate an organic, integrated discus-
sion about a piece of literature; new

often be a digijtally distracted world.
Those worried about the fate of text
in the era of the media collage can rest
assured that writing is more important
than ever for two other reasons that
might not be immediately apparent.
First, crafting text for the Web high-
lights the importance of written expres-
sion by recasting it in a more compact,
concise form. Although essays are still of
consequence, when we encounter them
on a Web page they often appear as
walls of text, unscalable to all but the
few who are truly inspired by their
content, In contrast, effective blog or
Web page writing requires using visually

The act of creating original media
forces students to lift the hood and

see media’s intricate workings.

media in the form of games, documen-
taries, and digital stories can inform the
study of complex social issues; and so
on. Thus, a corollary to this guideline is
simply, “Experiment fearlessly.”
Although experts may claim to under-

7 stand the pedagogical implications of

media, the reality is that media are
evolving so quickly that teachers should
trust their instincts as they explore what
works. We are all learning together.

2. Value writing and reading

now more than ever.

When we write, we think. We slow
down and reflect as we struggle to
synthesize, clarify, and communicate.
This struggle has always been a part of
writing, but it is amplified within the
context of the social Web, in which we
must also become active readers and
editors of one another’s materials and
mindful contributors to group expres-
sion. Effective writing has a new kind of
importance for students in what can

differentiated text, which makes on-
screen reading easier by using a number
of formatting conventions, most notably
the 6 Bs: bullets; boldface; breaks;
boxes; beyond black and white (using
different font colors); and “beginnings”
(providing the first paragraph of a
longer piece and a hyperlink to the rest,
rather than forcing readers to scroll
through what they may consider to be
lengthy, irrelevant material).

Both essay writing and blog writing
are important, and for that reason, they
should support rather than conflict with
each other. Essays, such as the one you
are reading right now, are suited for
detailed argument development,
whereas blog writing helps with prioriti-
zation, brevity, and clarity. The under-
lying shift here is one of audience: Only
a small portion of readers read essays,
whereas a large portion of the public
reads Web material. Thus, the pressure
is on for students to think and write
clearly and precisely if they are to be

effective contributors to the collective
narrative of the Web,

The second reason that writing is
important in the era of the media
collage is that it is almost always the
pathway to effective media creation.

-Digital stories, movies, documentaries,

and many new media narrative forms
require clear, concise, and often highly
creative writing as a foundation. The
saying, “If it ain't on the page, then it
ain't on the stage” is just as true today as
it was before the digital world arrived.

3. Adopt art as the next R.

[ have witnessed more digital art taught
by computer-savvy teachers than by art
teachers. To understand how dire this
situation is, imagine computer techni-
cians rather than language arts instruc-
tors teaching writing because of the
formers advanced understanding of
word processing technology.

As we consider the shift away from
text centrisi, it is clear that many of the
skills needed to command the new
media collage would, by today’s school
standards, fit best into an art
curriculum, where concepts of color,
form, and collage are part of the
everyday narrative. Unfortunately, art—
including music, drama, and the other

_ arts—is largely viewed by K-12 educa-

tion as, at best, an elective, and at worst,
fluff to discard when money gets tight
and No Child Left Behind bean counters
bring high-stakes testing pressure to
bear on school communities. Digital
literacy demands that we treat art as the
next R, just as important as the tradi-
tional 3 Rs. This is one of the most
pivotal shifts in literacy that the digital
age has inspired, and we should not
deny our students these important
literacy skills.

4. Blend traditional

and emerging literacies.

Our throwaway culture is unrelenting in
its desire to make room for the new at
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the expense of the old. However, a well-
rounded approach to the new media
collage requires blending a number of
literacies, both traditional and emerging,
into a cohesive narrative.

Currently, many media collages are
based on the four components of “the
DAOW of literacy”: Digital, Art, Oral,
and Written. Being able to understand
and blend the best of the old, recent,
and emerging literacies will become a
hallmark of the truly literate person.

Of the four components of the
DAOW, oracy—the ancient literacy of
speaking and listening—deserves much
more focus than it currently receives. It

Stories, on the other hand, use a more
creative, nonlinear information
construct composed of the elements of
tension, transformation, and resolution.
The result is that stories engage us and
commuinicate with us in ways that
reports do not.

The demands of digital literacy make
clear that both research reports and
stories represent important approaches
to thinking and communicating;
students need to be able to understand
and use both forms. One of the more
exciting pedagogical frontiers that
awaits us is learning how to combine
the two, blending the critical thinking of

Students need to be able to use new media

collectively as well as individually.

is central to many of the media collage
forms currently in wide use, including
storytelling, narrated documentaries,
movies, PowerPoint presentations, and
even games and virtual realities. And it
is central to leadership as well. After all,
we often look for evidence of leadership
in the way that people speak to others.

5. Harness report and story.

As new media emerge that must be
incorporated into the media collage, the
need for metaforms of narrative to bind
them together becomes more acute.
One kind of metaform can be described
by a continuum that is bounded by
report on one end and story on the
other.

In their most stereotypic forms,
reports and stories differ in terms of
information structure, use of creativity,
and level of audience engagement.
Reports are typically linear information
presentations that employ little
creativity and inspire little emotional
engagement, focusing instead on objec-
tive research and critical thinking.

the former with the engagement of the
latter. The report—story continuum is
rich with opportunity to blend research
and storytelling in interesting, effective
ways within the domain of new media.

6. Practice private and
participatory social literacy.
In the mid 1960s, Marshall McLuhan
explained that conventional literacy
caused us to trade an ear for an eye, and
in so doing, trade the social context of
the oral tradition for the private point of
view of reading and writing. To him,
television was the first step in our
“retribalization,” providing a common
social experience that could serve as the
basis for dialogue in the global village.2
However, television told someone
else’s story, not ours. It was not until
Web 2.0 that we had the tools to come
full circle and produce and consume
social narrative in equal measure. Much
of the emerging nature of literacy is a
result of inexpensive, widely available,
flexible Web 2.0 tools that enable
anyone, regardless of technical skill, to
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play some part in reinventing literacy.

The new media collage depends on a
combination of individual and collective
thinking and creative endeavor. It
requires all of us to express ourselves
clearly as individuals, while merging our
expression into the domain of public
narrative. This can include everything
from expecting students to craft a
collaborative media collage project in
language arts classes to requiring them
to contribute to international wikis and
collective research projects about global
warming with colleagues they have
never seen. What is key here is that
these are now “normal” kinds of expres-
sion that carry over into the world of
work and creative personal expression
beyond school.

7. Develop literacy with digital tools
and about digital tools.

In practical terms, access to citizenship
is largely a function of literacy. This is
not a new concept. Jefferson wrote copi-
ously ahout the need for an educated
and literate public if demnocracy was to
succeed. What is new is that the tools of
literacy, as well as their effects, are now
a topic of literacy itself.

Students need to be media literate to
understand how media technique influ-
ences perception and thinking. They
also need to understand larger social
issues that are inextricably linked to
digital citizenship, such as security,
environmental degradation, digital
equity, and living in a multicultural,
networked world. We want our students
to use technology not only effectively
and creatively, but also wisely, to be
concerned with not just how to use
digital tools, but also when to use them
and why.

Topics such as the environmental
eftects of living a technology-enhanced
lifestyle and the social costs of the
digital divide provide important subject
matter for project-based learning that
involves science, social studies, and
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other curriculum areas. Having students
research the personal, local, and global
implications of these issues will help
them place technology within the larger
perspective of community and re-
evaluate their idea of what it means to
be successful. Having them address
these issues in school will show them
that the goal of education is to produce
not only capable workers, but also
caring, involved, and informed neigh-
bors and citizens.

8. Pursue fluency.
During the industrial age, the desire for

. literacy for the masses was for basic
* literacy—just enough to enable most

people to operate the machines that the
fluent few designed and developed. But
in an era in which literally anyone with
a laptop and an Internet connection can
be a well-educated entrepreneur, we
need to look beyond general literacy to
fluency.

Fluency is the ability to practice
literacy at the advanced levels required
for sophisticated communication within
social and workplace environments.
Digital fluency facilitates the language of
leadership and innovation that enables
us to translate our ideas into compelling
professional practice. The fluent will
lead, the literate will follow, and the rest
will get left behind.

Digital fluency is much more of a
perspective than a technical skill set.
Teachers who are truly digitally fluent
will blend creativity and innovation into
lesson plans, assignments, and projects
and understand the role that digital
tools can play in creating academic
expectations that are authentically
connected, both locally and globally, to
their students’ lives.

Teachers as Guides

Although some teachers are genuinely
excited about the emerging nature of
literacy brought about by powerful
digital tools, others feel overwhelmed—
some to the point where they are .
prompted to leave the profession. It is
my fervent hope that they don’ leave.
Their students need them:”

Teachers don't have to be advanced
technicians. Their students tend to be
fearless adopters of new technology who
have the luxury of time and well-
developed informal learning communi-
ties to keep up on the latest and greatest
happenings in the world of technology.
What is important is that teachers
become advanced managers of their
students’ talents, time, and productivity.
Teachers need to be able to articulate
standards of quality and provide feed-
back that students can use to meet those
standards. They need to be the guide on

the side rather than the technician

magician.

Now more than ever, students living
in the overwhelming and often
distracting world of technical possibility
need the clear voice of a teacher who
can help them develop literacies that
will be important to them for a lifetime.
Now more than ever, students need
teachers who can help them sort
through choices, apply technology
wisely, and tell their stories clearly and
with humanity.

My advice to teachers concerned with
digital literacy? Focus on expression
first and technology second—and
everything will fall into place.

! Harper, D. (2001). Online etymology
dictionary. Available: www.etymonline.com
/index.php?term=literate

2 McLuhan, M. (1964). Understanding
media: The extensions of man. New York:
McGraw-Hill.
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